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A NOTE 


Even though a good half of these poems come from other places 
and other situations, I am still never far from the Pamlico River 
in my mind and in my bones. There is something about growing 
up here and living here three months of the year now that keeps 
my mental health, such as it is, intact. I think it has a lot to do 
with the people, so patient and generous. It also has a lot to do 
with living close to the land and to the water. It’s a good thing 
to know which way the wind is blowing and how the crops are 


doing. 


I like to sit out under the pines and cedars on the bank where we 
have our Sunday School and watch all ages coming together for 
an hour to worship (or wiggle or wander). Guests are always 
surprised when we haul out the portable organ and pump up and 
out our opening hymn, “Beautiful River.” They also remark on 
the appropriate choice and we tell them that it’s been drifting 
over the river on Sunday mornings every summer for twenty-five 
years. 


I think about the words of the song, all those “saints” and “bright 
angels” that have frequented the banks of all rivers everywhere. 
And I think about all the friends and relatives who are no longer 
here with us and of all of us who will be gone when others are 
still singing. I think about my parents who had the wisdom to pick 
this spot where in their place I now stand with my husband and 
three sons. 


There’s a feeling of the continuance of life and love and faith 
that makes me know I’m more blessed than I probably have a 
right to be, And it reminds me of the last lines of Charles Simic’s 
poem, ‘Summer Morning.” “All of a sudden . . . it seems possible 
to live simply on the earth.” 


ArRpDIS KIMZEY 
“the river” 
Summer, 1978 
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THE ILLUSION OF WATER 


CASTLE 


last summer | stood on 

the sand warm and wet 

the water moved softly away 
from the land 


the bulkhead rose above my head 
creosote poles and steel pins 
holding the dirt in 

the sand back 

the water away 


a week ago the storm clawed its path 
the metal and wood distributed along 
the shore 

too heavy to bring back 

too torn to use 


next summer 
I'll watch the river 
water will do anything 


REST HAVEN SUNDAY SCHOOL 
(1976) 


sun hits the hollow 

and slant of Robin’s shoulder 

speckles her hair 

gold on gold 

it follows a thin line 

down and up her nose tipped to the sky 


her face is so still 

hearing the teacher talk 

of Solomon in his wisdom 

and David in his world 

reading her mind | see another world 
one where water splashes blot out the sun 
it is full of tiny fish snapping through the water 
leaving flashes of light 

suddenly appearing blue channel crabs 
and slinky jellyfish in green river depths 
she is running down the pier 

leaping free throwing 

caution and water to the winds 


but now she is still 
and the sun hits the hollow and slant of Robin’s shoulder 


and | can see a world in the profile of her face 


SPIDER 


The spiders this summer 

are thin and fine enough 

to be in dreams. 

They float down, always down, 
from cedar tree limbs 

from swing posts 

sometimes from only the sky itself. 
Their long fragile legs are like 

a ballet dancer’s arms, 

many arms in second position. 
When | walk through yards, 
through bedroom doors, 

down piers at night, 

the slight invisible strands 

wrap my body, flirting at wrists, 
ankles, neck. 

Even my own hair falling 

on a bare shoulder 

or a loose thread 

tickling my leg 

becomes the enemy | can’t escape. 
A man once told me that 

the spider | feared was my mother. 
This first summer since her death 
| wonder about the ghostlike 
pale pale spiders. 


LEAVING 


Fields where furrows lay straight in June 
as black snakes in the sun 

are green now with vines and grass, waiting. 
The corn is dry and rattling in sudden north wind 
that cuts through the drifting nights. 
Tobacco is cut toward the smokey sky 
One row at a time. 

The morning fog lifts slower 

and water swells high, rocking the pier 

all the way to the end where | sit, 
beginning to feel the chill. 


WAKING UP 


This waking up is too soon, 
the stitches removed from 
around the lid one at a time, 

a mass of brilliance, a sacrifice, 
eyes lifted in sight. 


Nothing can put me back to sleep— 
no love strong enough, no skill. 

Your hands have moved my body 
securing one part after another 

until | am fastened like a 

leanto against the wind— 

but this is a wind never blown before, 
moving beneath the ground. 


It can remove you from the earth 
without a trace. 


ANSWERING QUESTIONS 


Yes, | dream of an attic 
and the house we lived in that year 


Sometimes up and empty 
screaming for racks and drawers 
forgettings and droppings 


Then the rats are there 
the spiders so heavy they 
make a sound when they fall 


Often only one good dress hangs 
rotating out of reach 
life without me 


Drawers open smell dead 
still | would carry away 
what they hold 


The lights the shades the tables 
with no legs the pictures in 
their frames of mold 


The clutter drifts apart 
and back together 
it is the right place 


When | return 
what | look for is not there 
When we lived in the house 
it had no attic 


SCALES IN MINOR KEYS 


No longer sure, bitten to the quick, 
My fingers are like eggshell birds 
pecking at already puckered cloth. 
Sometimes they nest in each other 
dreaming of sudden black keys. 
Maybe they are capable of anything, 
these fingers. 
Deviate tones flow from them 
evoking a sorrow that might escape. 
The fingers are mine and are not. 
They would like to separate and can not. 
They are their own way and drag me behind. 
They compose songs that are tree frogs 
bursting from cocoons when 
everyone expected 
something else. 


JESUS — 1973 


The light is turning dark, 

pushing all it has left 

through the Jesus window. 

We are turning back to the cold, 

our own heat to warm us, 

back to the night 

with only the stars for light. 

We must travel fast and slight, 
fashioned into slivers of possibility. 


Come now, Lord, 
we may be as ready 
as we will ever be. 


AN ALLEGORY 


| can’t cry now, 
The barn is raised. 


The calves are birthed, 
The fields hoed. 
The fences bar the livestock. 


Neighbors bring many suppers, 
And the preacher speaks words 
Over us all. 


| must hurry to tend the crops, 
However bitter the yield. 


| can’t cry now. 
The barn is raised. 
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THE CRITIC TURNED WRITER 


First among curses 
That should be banned 
Is a golden ear 

And a tin hand 
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LAND, OCRACOKE STYLE 


All that spring the water 

slit a fine line across the road 
making things tedious as hell. 
The Army engineers came, 
cavalry rescue for a 

dubious clientele, 

studied the problem so well it 
was spring again before 

they acted, built their bridge. 


Come summer, the water 
dried up under the bridge, 
land shifted to make 

them all out damn 

fools even when they 
dredged out the sand to put 
water under the bridge again. 
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THE GINGHAM BOY AND THE CALICO BROTHER 


All day they spat insults, 

Hit, tattled on, tortured each other. 
One broke the other’s red crayon; 
The other bent the one’s blue truck. 
“I'll never speak .. .” 

“l’ll never play...” 

“That’s mine... no, mine” 

On into the shadows and beyond. 


Last night it lightened and it roared. 
This morning | found 

That politics is not the only thing 
That makes strange bedfellows. 
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ONCE 


all the pages 

were blank 

and there were colors 
and wooden pencils 
and erasers 

and white flour glue 


and then there were lines to stay in 

and on 

and still the words could roll off 
with the amber dust, forgiveness 


later there were the words 
that never could be altered 
hard and black they fell 
upon my page 


and once 
was a long time 
a long time ago 
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TEACHING THE SIXTH GRADE... 


Grey regret 

merges softly this early morning 
With the stark lifted tree arms, 

the blank highway. 


It moves with the low country fog, 
Pushing through a cell at a time, 
a thin silver force. 


Your being last night in space close to mine, 
The edges of you cutting, leaving 

A soft wound for you. 

You seep into my weakness and spread. 


And now | teach these poems— 
That love is an abstract noun. 
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ALTERNATIVES 


there were none 
except a certain collision 


2 people hellbent 
for turning together at the same time 


someday 
| will pick up the newspaper 
and see that you are dead 


run over or into or through 
or just dropped flat cold 
and | won’t know anything still 


not even 
who won 
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TRAVELING THROUGH ... 


Does Jesus live in the Camp Swamp 
Mobile Home Church of Christ? 

Does He walk up those pink steps, 
Survive in that beige and white box? 
Does the loud uneven singing raise the 
Nails in the plywood ceiling, 

And does the praying push beyond 
Those distorted windows? 


| think of home and the perfect mood; 
The right light, the polished wood. 

| hear the correct words, 

Those what’s-in phrases, 

One time too many. 

And | wonder where Jesus is, 

And if I’m there too. 


THE PASS 


The outgrown oak leaves, 

brown hands of winter, 

scan the ground slow and tight, 
reading the braille of ridge and fall. 


Walking through the cut-out pass 
down the frozen mountain road 

we see open roots tense like 

petrified snakes coming from the sides. 


The bittersweet is all that is left 
of color and slight sign. 
Everything will live again, 

and die and live. 


Perfection is this simple. 


18 


BETWEEN SOME LIONS 


Somebody screamed _ Kill the referee 
and they did, 
Stepping in, shoving to 
tear some flesh, throw some blood 
Moving in a flood and back 
Then the floor was empty 
Nothing left but a few 
black and white stripes 
and a whistle on a string 


She put her head on his shoulder and threw up 
| can’t stand blood she said 

| can’t stand vomit he said 

But they parted friends 

Each with a knife 

And somewhere to stick it 


One day somebody said 
We’ll be the Christians today 
But when they came to the arena 
The Romans had already fed the lions 
So everybody went home 

a little uneasy 
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REMAINS 


a thereness 
empties 

a hole | grasp in 
clutching 

flashes 

but no face 

no whole face 

a terrifying wisdom 
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THE LAST SUMMER 


There was a summer when .. . 

we all loved each other, 

traveled the water from early morning to night 

packing sandwiches, cokes, towels, drifting, 

sometimes cranking up the outboard to try another 

stretch of sand. 

We splashed and dried to play again 

like ducks or puppies in the sun. 

We were an uneven number but then it didn’t matter. 

Blue jeans and men’s shirts, sun-warmed hair and peeling 
noses, 

sneakers, faded suits— 

we roamed like pirates that summer 

and found treasure. 

In the fall two went away and then another. 

We were even with the world, and whole. 

It was the last summer. 
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JAMES, COMING HOME 


You smell of sun, 
of wind, 
of creekbanks. 


Rocks of unknown origin 
spill from your pockets 
where secrets hide. 


In the dark night 
| breathe my own dreams 
into your sleeping ear. 
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TABE, AT FOUR 


You practice leaving over and over, 
out the door and back, an echo. 
“I’m gone, to work, to school” (to see someone who 
is not home and if he were would not exist). 
The goodbye is small, a temporary sound, 
a floating on the orange breeze 
in the early chillywarm of fall. 


| too practice leaving, 

but the steps go backward, 

the door remains solid and still. 

The leaving goes only from one room to another 
and | can’t give the right words credit for why. 
Until | can say it | cannot do it, 

and where would | go if | could. 


But you will leave; 

your practice will make perfect departure. 
When you are gone | will be here, 

to begin, to practice, staying. 
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“BRAD, LOVE” 


Softly then 

and softly 
turns the season, 
slipping like a gentle hand 
following the curve 

of a child’s cheek, 
turning into the warmth 

left behind, minutes old, 
growing cold. 


24 


benefit 


cocktail hats 


NUTSHELLS 


presto 


yes I'll go I'll do I'll be 

ask me 

my house is clean my children neat 
yes |'ll canvass on my street 

rll telephone I'll tea I’ll meet 

rll scream 


haiku 


cherry blooms and clover 
my living doth fly high 
my cup runneth over 
while my well runneth dry 


flounced with funds 
deprived giving to deprived 
over silver ladles 

and pink punch 


dogwood 


the time of year has come when 
earnest women who make their own 
walk to circle 

in the wrong shoes 

and pray for change 


hex 


every early spring 

a spider’s in my bed 

like a piece of chinese print 
does somebody really hate me 
is it only wise 

to worry until fall 

that there will be more 
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A SUMMER PLACE 


There is a gaiety here, 

but the water laps lonely. 

This wind shifts 

and recouples with the tide, 
turning time, 

a gathering of days 

for tears and longings paid 

for and spent. 

You are still 

inside your skin 

at great risk. 

It is here you come to know— 
some places are born to sadness 
as some people are born to grief. 
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MINE 


These are the second generation 
who play here in the sand, 

run down the piers 

dangling fatback from thick strings 
hoping to scoop up the loot, 

the biggest crab. 


The girls squeal, ducked by the boys. 

From the shore we see 

pairs of legs rising from the water. 

The second generation is standing upside down 
hands grasping seaweed and sand. 


How soon they learn the life. 

The wind lies the way the skiffs ride 
and in that is the day and sometimes 
the night to follow. 

Rain does not last forever, 

eels swallow hooks, 

and crabs ease out of too-tight shells 
in the fullness of the moon. 


In an old photograph curling on the wall 
| stand in ragged shorts showing 

a friend and my father a small croaker 
hanging straight from my line. 

(Do you remember it, Mother, they ask?) 


The second generation is 
standing upside down. 

| still remember the pressure 
in my ears. 


27 


WITH REGRETS 


yes 
! regret 

desire dismantled 
liquid gun of bodies 
parted into night 
in separate dreams 


again the wind rises 
across the water 

hear the ghost murmurs 
between each crest 


sleep now 

warmth to warmth 

while the merging weave 
can still heal empty spaces 
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OVERSEEN 


The grey hearse with silver trim 
is filling up with gas 


Once a driver was crushed by 
a coffin carried by momentum 
of an extra heavy corpse 
they buried the driver free 
and put up a shatterproof shield 


Then a driver claimed 
there was tapping on the glass 
they paid his asylum fees 
and put up a soundproof shield 


Finally the hearses got so cold 
no heat could warm them 
no driver would drive them 
until 
they stopped carrying bodies altogether 


Now when people die they dissolve 
necessity being what it is 

The hearses drive through the streets only 
to remind them of the expected 


29 


SOME THINGS 


| do not believe in dead children. 
They are not there. 
Do illusions come, so many? 


1 will say to them 
look 

| don’t belong to you 
or you to me 

| really don’t care 
you know 
dontcareyouknow 


Chants are soothing 
focus on light 
and chant losses 


The snake rises 
out of the basket 

| never counted on 
raising 

snakes 
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REFLECTION 


| cried when we read Pooh. 
My child understood, 
And tonight sleeps with a long forsaken bear. 


This boy—alien creature of dirt and rocks— 
Understood. 


My heart turns to see 
The part of him that is me. 
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YES, YES... 


You haven’t yet, 

but you will, 

give me a song 

with no words 

and say, 

fill it. 

Finally | will agree. 

All right. 

But | think you should know, 
| have furnished places before 
in which 

| did not plan to live. 
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THE ONE IN THE MIDDLE 


| knew a man once who 
smoked a pipe 

wore tweeds 

drank gin and tonic 

in the summer 

Jack Daniels 

in the winter 

He was a literary type 
trying to be that type 
He was impressed with 
women 

with PHD’s 

women 

in the arts 

women 

with class 

Not with secretaries 
who swarmed him 

with letters and coffee 
stamps already licked 
beds already warm 

| guess you know 

| fell for it 

He was cool and sad 
misunderstood and lonely 
the whole dumbass bit 
You can imagine how 
it turned out 

But he did have the largest hands 
with fingers 

as long 

as January nights 
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BONE CHILL 


The bone is fossiled into the rock, 
dry grains curve to show the difference 
in what lived and what did not, 


And moving from your hand into mine 
flakes stuck 
to the moisture of my skin. 


We imagined what life it held, 
and holding brought back 
an animal, clumsy and dumb, 


Unable to survive the slightest chill. 
| still have the stone, 
the life again long dead. 


THEMES ON A VARIATION 


Last night the dog 
moaned 
beside the door. 


The maple leaves 
jerked with the first 
drops of iced rain. 


The man beside me sighed, 
whispering in his sleep 
a name that wasn’t mine. 


Said he’d dreamed a woman 
he had never seen 
lay weeping in his arms. 


On the ground this morning 
a satin scarf snaked and curved, 
length enough to strangle 


any summer. 
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WINTERSONG 


Inward to the land 

in a time of freeze 

Leaves rasp 

across steady ground 

The birds 

paint waves across the sky 
The wind still 

on small water 

Numb between lips 

your name 
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FOUND POEM 


100% polyester 
Simply 
caress 
any 
wrinkled 
area 
to 
smooth. 
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NORTH WIND 


Out of the soft summer night 
Comes a harshness— 

A wind from the north— 

Turning all that is blue and green 
To drifting grey. 

Huddling under cotton 

And shivering over an empty stove, 
We scan foggy images. 

Things known become strange. 


We want tomorrow 
And the sun. 
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PAMLICO 


| am back at my beginnings. 
Nobody's left who remembers me 
when | was smail. 

The river rolls its dead man sweils 
like snakes under silk, 

And the storm comes four times. 


Low tide 
When pools of water 
Are trapped in sand rims 


We floated washtubs discarded with the wringer machines 

Crabnets smelled of Seaweed and thick disturbed mud 

Catching ‘‘double riders’’ we shouted with joy 

The old river crabber laughed 

‘You kids don’t leave them sooks about their business, 
won’t be no more crabs!” 


Teatime in town 

Coarse fabric of Sunday chairs 

The drawn draperies 

An idle fan humming 

From under the Queen Anne table 
Bearing the arrangement of magnolia 
Talk swirled gently around the names 
And stories filling our county 

For two hundred years 


My roots sank 

Connecting me to that earth 

As surely as if my soul 

Were shackled to the cape jasmine 
Blooming in the garden 


At the country store 

Old men talked of tobacco 

Even as they spat it in the dust 

Forming slimy oases on the baked ground 
We walked carefully to buy the penny candy 
We had come for 

Past a truckload of workers 

Handkerchiefs and scarves tied around heads 
Dripping with sweat 

The old woman crossed hands on her belly 
Under a floursack apron 


Sometimes inside the barns, the heat too rich to breathe 

We sat to watch the fires and sit out the curing 

Hearing about the black panther prowling the woods 

And the woman buried alive in the graveyard down the road 

With white hair twelve feet long curling to the surface of the earth 


The storekeeper cussed the dry spell 

And then asked the Lord to forgive him, but, 

“You know yourself, you can’t sell a pot to pee in if the 
tobacca ain’t right!” 


IV 


| am back at my beginnings. 

Nobody’s left who remembers me 
when | was small. 

The river rolls its dead man swells 
like snakes under silk, 

And the storm comes four times. 


The loves we have untie us 
in their separate ways, 
Loosening the threads 
that bind up blood. 
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HOME 
(for Jim) 


Mist settles 
in the distant street; 
A corner light dangles. 
Night falls so suddenly 
through the winter windows, 
Drops this way over and over. 


In the city smoke rises 

from manflames against the dark. 
It is a time to put away 

the awkward holdings of the day— 
They float steadily 

into other hours. 


| move into the light we share, 
listen, breathe, hear with you 
A rain beginning, falling 
deliberate and straight, 
Trapped somewhere 
beyond us. 
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